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Abstract 
This study presents the results of a quasi-experiment in which 49 primary school children took part in order to assess if learning 
to tell a story in front of an audience improves communication and literacy. For 8 consecutive weeks, each student from the 
experimental group learned to tell a story to an audience during the weekly mandatory Reading class. Meanwhile, the control 
group did the curricular activities. The findings suggest that storytelling could be an efficient method to develop verbal fluency, 
verbal expressiveness, nonverbal expressiveness, self-confidence in front of an audience and teamwork for primary school 
students. 
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1. Introduction and purpose of the study 
Storytelling is a performing art based on authenticity and also the oldest form of education (Gottschal, 2013). All 
cultures around the world have transmitted their traditions, history and myths by telling stories. In the last 30 years, 
United States and Great Britain have witnessed a revival of storytelling both as an art form and as an educational 
tool. In the United States, storytelling has been used as a compulsory subject in 50% of schools (Hamilton, 2005) in 
order to develop language skills, literacy and to build character. 
The purpose of the study was to examine the impact of an 8-week storytelling course on the communication and 
literacy skills of second-grade school children. The variables tested were verbal fluency, verbal expressiveness, 
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nonverbal expressiveness, self-confidence in front of an audience, reading for pleasure, reading comprehension, 
listening, emotion recognition and teamwork.  
2. Method 
The authors utilized a sample of primary school students (N=49) from a Bucharest public school. The research 
was designed as a quasi-experiment. 2 parallel secondary grade classes were chosen: one as the experimental group 
(25 students) and the other one as the control group (24 students). 
Both groups completed the pre-test activities in the same week. One activity consisted in telling a personal story 
in front of the class (they had time to prepare it in advance as homework), while their performance was assessed by 
three independent observers using BAR scales. Verbal fluency, verbal expressiveness, nonverbal expressiveness, 
self-confidence in front of an audience were assessed that way. Other activity consisted in participants hearing a 
story told by an evaluator and then completing key words from the story in a questionnaire. Listening skills were 
evaluated in this manner. Reading comprehension was assessed in an activity where participants received the text of 
a short story, read it and then had to draw a scheme of its main events (it was emphasised that drawing skills did not 
matter, drawings could be ugly and could be accompanied by written key words or short explanations). Still another 
activity in which participants had to cooperate in small groups to build a story according to certain simple rules was 
utilized to measure cooperation skills. Emotion recognition of seven basic emotions: joy, sadness, anger, fear, 
surprise, disgust and contempt (Ekman, 2003) was assessed in an activity where the evaluator said the same phrase 
several times, while conveying each time a different emotion via appropriate intonation, facial expression and 
gestures. The participants had to write on the spot in a questionnaire a word describing how they thought the 
evaluator felt in each situation. Lastly, participants were asked to complete a questionnaire with titles of stories, 
articles or books they had recently read for pleasure. 
After the pre-test, the experimental group participated in the intervention program - 8 weekly sessions of 
storytelling activities which took place during the Reading class, for 1 hour. Meanwhile, the control group did the 
usual curricular activities.  
At the end of the 8 weeks, both groups completed the post-test activities which were similar to the pre-test ones, 
with a different content - stories, cooperation game, phrases used for emotion recognition etc. Each of the students 
in the experimental group told their chosen stories in front of the class. The children in the control group prepared 
another set of personal stories at home and also told them in front of the class. Their performance was assessed 
using the same BAR scales by three independent observers.  
The intervention program was inspired by a storytelling program used in American schools (Greene, 1987, 
Haven, 2000, Lipman, 1994, 1999, 2006, MacDonald, 2005, Mooney, 2005, Sima, 2003, Simmons, 2006, Warren, 
2008). The authors also used as guidance the character development school programs (KIPP, 2014) grounded in 
positive psychology. The the Teaching Character and Creating Positive Classrooms course offered by Relay 
Graduate  School  of  Education  New  York  on  the  Coursera  platform  (www.coursera.org/course/teachingcharacter)
and the mindset research pioneered by Carol S. Dweck (2006, 2013) and offered valuable resources. Mindset is a 
concept introduced by Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck after decades of research on achievement and 
success. In a fixed mindset, people believe their basic qualities, like intelligence or talent, are fixed traits; they spend 
their time recording their intelligence or talent instead of developing them; they believe that talent alone, without 
effort, creates success. In a growth mindset, people believe that their most basic abilities can be developed through 
dedication and hard work. This outlook generates a love of learning and a resilience that are crucial for great 
accomplishments. 
At the same time, the program was adapted and enriched using the previous experience of the authors teaching 
this course in several Bucharest public schools.  
At the beginning of the 8 sessions of storytelling activities, each participant in the experimental group received 
35 short  stories  which  he  or  she  had to  read  at  home.  By week 4,  each  participant  had  to  decide  which  story  she  
would prepare for telling; every participant had to choose a different story. Learning by heart was not advised. 
Instead, students were taught how to learn the story structure and encouraged to tell the story using her/ his own 
words. Mapping a sample story though drawings and / or key words was explained and done together in class.  
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Storytelling was modelled each session by the facilitator. After each new story told, participants were asked to 
nominate and demonstrate parts of the story they liked most and explain why. They discovered what makes a story 
work (gestures, intonation, facial expressions, eye contact). Many games were played for enhancing imagination, 
verbal fluency and expressiveness, both verbal and nonverbal. In order to encourage reading comprehension through 
story mapping, a contest was put in place, where successful competitors received stickers. 
A point emphasised throughout the course was the growth mind set: talent and intelligence can grow when proper 
effort is applied to the task at hand (Dweck, 2006, 2013, Blackwell, 2007, Duckworth, 2009). In response to student 
accomplishments, only their effort was praised, not their innate intelligence or ability.  
The facilitators also did dual lesson teaching: they noticed character strengths in action (i.e. a student being 
expressive when playing a character in a story) and emphasised, on the spot, its benefits for learning and for life (i.e. 
”your face expression showed us that the bunny was really disappointed when it did not find the carrots; you 
understood how someone else feels in this kind of situation, that means that you showed emotional intelligence; 
emotional intelligence is a character strength which helps us tell a story well and it also helps us understand  and get 
along with other people”). Also it was emphasised that character strengths are shown in actions and can be 
developed with practice (growth mind set). 
Active positive feedback was also used (Gable, 2004, 2006, 2010) – when the students did well, they were 
appreciated and also told in detail what behaviour lead to the desired result (”you told the story well because you 
used appropriate gestures and you prepared it at home”). They were also asked to share with the class the actions 
who led to their success: „what did you do to come up with this interesting gesture?”, ”what did you do in order to 
learn the story so well”?. 
3. Results, interpretations and limits of the research 
The results of the Independent samples t-test revealed statistically significant post-test differences between the 
experimental and the control group for verbal fluency (t=6,63; Sig.=0,00), verbal expressiveness (t=8,05; Sig.=0,00), 
nonverbal expressiveness (t=7,07; Sig.=0,00), self-confidence in front of an audience (t=6,45; Sig.=0,00), reading 
comprehension (t=5,56; Sig.=0,00), emotion recognition (t=3,09; Sig.=0,03) and teamwork (t=7,33; Sig.=0,00). The 
size of the effect (Cohen d) was small for emotion recognition (d=0,17) and for reading comprehension (d=0,39). It 
seems that for those two variables, the statistical differences have little importance in practice, i.e. storytelling is not 
an efficient method to develop them. On the contrary, for verbal fluency, verbal expressiveness, nonverbal 
expressiveness, self-confidence in front of an audience and teamwork the statistical difference has practical 
significance. Storytelling could be an efficient method to develop those skills. 
For verbal fluency, verbal expressiveness, nonverbal expressiveness, self-confidence in front of an audience and 
teamwork the effect was of medium size (Cohen d ranged between 0, 48 and 0, 53). Both the control and the 
experimental group registered increased values for the variable listening and reading for pleasure in post-test 
measurements. For listening, the increase could have been caused by an enhanced motivation in both groups to 
perform well. The testing activities were well-liked by participants, who were highly motivated to pay attention. In 
case of the variable reading for pleasure, it was difficult to discriminate between declarative increases in reading for 
pleasure and books actually read. 
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                                                                                             Table 1: t-independent samples test 
t-test for  
Equality of Means 
Size of  
the effect 
t df Sig. (2-tailed) Cohen d 
Verbal fluency 6,639 47 ,000 ,484 
Verbal expressiveness 8,052 47 ,000 ,580 
Nonverbal expressiveness 7,072 47 ,000 ,516 
Self-confidence in front of an audience 6,451 47 ,000 ,480 
Reading for pleasure -,018 47 ,986 -
Reading comprehension 5,565 29,492 ,000 ,397 
Listening ,134 47 ,894 -
Emotion recognition 3,096 47 ,003 ,169 
Teamwork 7,334 47 ,000 ,534 
One of the limits of the research was the small number of participants, only 49, and the fact that they were not 
randomly assigned in groups; they were students in two parallel classes. The distribution was not normal and it is 
more difficult to extrapolate the results to the general population.  
Another limit of the research was the discovery through random checks that in the „Reading for pleasure” 
questionnaire, participants filled some titles of books/stories/articles they had not actually read. The results of the 
research reflected the omission of a verification method of the self-reported readings: there were no statistical 
significant differences between groups at the end, although many participants in the exploratory group had read at 
least 5-6 stories during the 8 week course, as attested by the story maps they had drawn. 
The  fact  that  listening  skills  increased  in  both  the  experimental  and  the  control  group  is  another  limit  of  the  
research. We do not know for sure what caused this effect. We can only hypothesise that the participants’ 
motivation, and not the intervention program, determined the manifestation of their true listening and concentration 
potential. Further research could clarify this aspect. 
4. Conclusion 
Collectively, these findings suggest that storytelling could be an efficient method to develop verbal fluency,
verbal expressiveness, nonverbal expressiveness, self-confidence in front of an audience and teamwork for primary 
school students. For emotion recognition and reading comprehension other activities are probably more efficient, at 
least if the amount of time is limited. On the other hand, further research could verify if a longer program (ex. a 
yearlong intervention) yields better results (maybe the effects become larger after a critical period of time). Even 
though the impact of storytelling on reading for pleasure could not be accurately measured, there are empirical 
proofs for the existence of such an impact. Design of further research could be improved by creating a method for 
verifying that participants’ declarations of readings are genuine. Finally, listening proved to be linked to 
participants’ motivation. It is another proof that listening in all domains of learning can be enhanced if learning 
activities are designed to appeal to learners. 
To sum up, learning to tell stories is an opportunity for primary school students to develop oral communication 
skills, to build their confidence in front of an audience and to develop teamwork. Oral communication and 
confidence in front of an audience are invaluable skills for successfully passing oral examinations and for work 
presentations. Teamwork is essential in many work settings. 
It is our hope that activities in which primary school students learn to tell stories will be incorporated by primary 
school teachers during the Reading class and that a positive learning environment will be created for all subject 
matters by promoting a growth mind set, using dual lessons and active positive feedback.  
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